GLIMPSES OF TAMIL MUSIC 


V. Perumal 


Classification of Tamil 


From time immemorial Tamil is mentioned as Muthamizh. The mean- 
ing of Muthamizh is threefold Tamil or Tripartite Tamil or Tamil with 
three divisions. The first Division is literature (Iyal), the second division 
is musis (Isai) and the third Division is drama (Nadagam). Literature is the 
outcome of thinking, music is the result of feeling and drama is the fruit of 
willing. The classification of thinking, feeling and willing is based on sound 
logic. Hence, it is very clear that the ancient Tamil savants have intelligently 
classified Tamil into three meaningful divisions on logical basis. Literature, 
music and drama pertain to the head, heart and body respectively. Just as 
the head, heart and body are inseparable so too literature, music and drama 
are inseparable, from Tamil for that matter any language. We can also 
interpret “Muthamizh’ in a slightly different manner. Literature originates 
from thought, music springs from word (voice) and drama comes from deed. 
In short the concept of tripartite Tamil is logically accurate, scientifically 
relevant, taxonomically appropriate and culturally sound. 


Phonetic Classification 


A number of relevant phonetic theories are found in Tholkappiam 
(500 B.C.) the most ancient Tamil Grammer available. Tholkappiar, the 
erudite author of Tholkappiam has excellently dealt with the classification 
of sound. In the light of Tamil phonetics sounds can be classified under 
three main divisions viz., Sonant; (Soft, sweet, euphony), medial (neutral, 
average and surd), harsh (cacophony). This classification may be applicable 
even to other languages and cultures. Music is fundamentally based on 
melody of voice and sweetness of sound. 


The Meaning of Music 


Music is mentioned in Tamil as Paattu and Paadal. Though ‘Paattu’ 
‘rand “Paadal’ differ orthographically and phonetically, they are identical 
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etymologically and semantically. ‘Paadu’ the fertile verbal root; which means 
song is common to both the words ‘Paattu’ and ‘Paadal’. Both of them mean 


song. 


Language-Verb Noun Concrete Noun 
English: Sing Song Songster 
Tamil: Paadu Paattu, Paadal, Paadagan, Paadagar. 


Apart from these two words, there is another elegant term viz., Isai 
which is pregnant with meaning. At the surface level it means to consent, 
to agree and to yield. At the deeper semantic level it signifies making the 
heart yield or consent. Hence, the full significance of ‘Isai’ is not only song 
but also that type of music which is capable of making the heart of the 
audience yield fully and become one with music. So, it is clear, that the 
term ‘Isai’ which is semantically rich, has depth and breadth of meaning. 


Gradation of Music 


Just as grading is done in every field of human activity, it is also found 
in the field of music. Songs are graded not only on the basis of content but 
also on the basis of degree of appeal. Meaningless songs which appeal only 
to the ear belong to third class. Songs which have reasonable degree of 
emotional or sentimental appeal and move the heart can be assigned to 
second class. Holy and devotional songs with religious philosophical content, 
which have spiritual appeal and enter the innermost recesses of the living 
being can be treated as first class. The third rate songs are condemned as 
‘Duppa Paattu’ by the enlightened and cultured Tamilians, whereas 
first class devotional songs are being appreciated and admired by all savants 
throughout the ages. St. Ramalingar the celebrated author of Thiruvarutpa 
has paid rich encomium to the divine hymns of Thiruvasagam by St. 
Manickavasagar. 


Taxonomy of Instrumental Music 


Music .is broadly classified as vocal and instrumental. Instrumental 
music is again subdivided into four main categories viz. (1) Percussion instru- 
ment, (2) Wind instrument, (3) String instrument and (4) Cymbal instrument. 
Muzhavu and Thannumai are ancient percussion instruments of Tamilnadu, 
they resemble drum. Flute made of bamboo known as “Pullaanguzhal” 
is a wind instrument of high antiquity. Bamboo flute is considered as 4 
superior variety. The ancient string instrument of Tami Nadu is known as 
Yaazh (lyre). It is akin to veena. There were Yaazhs of different sizes ranging 
from seven strings up to thousand strings. Yaazhs were named on the basis 
of size and pattern. There were four main varieties of Yaazhs in ancient 
Tamilnadu. They were Periyaazh (21 strings), Magara Yaazh (19 strings)- 
Sagoada Yaazh (14'strings) and Senkoathi Yaazh (7 strings). It should be 
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noted in this context that the two long poems viz. Sirrupaanaatruppadai 
and Perumpaanaatruppadai of Pathuppaattu (Ten Idylls) are based on the 
very names of the bard with small Yaazh and bard with large Yaazh 
respectively. It may be concluded that Yaazh is more ancient than veena. 
Cymbals mentioned as Thaalam in Tamil were used for keeping time in 
music and to make a harmonious ringing, sound Cymbals are a must for 
the performance of devotional music. The references to variety of musical 
instruments in ancient Tamil literature corroborate beyond a shadow of 
doubt the high antiquity of taxonomy of instrumental music. 


Prosody and Music 


One of the basic rules of Tamil prosody is that every category of verse 
should be in accordance with well regulated tune. In other words Tamil 
poetry is based on sound melody. According to the clear understanding of 
the Tamilians prose is meant for reading whereas poetry is meant for singing. 
Till recent times even the habit of singing prose was found among the 
Tamilians. This is nothing but the poetic impact and musical influence in the 
cultural life of the Tamilians. Apart from the poetic theme and value, the 
Tamil poetry has been characterised by musical excellence ranging from 
Parpaadal of the sangam age down to Kannadasan of the twentieth century. 


The Seven Musical Notes (Swaras) 


There are clear references to the Seven Musical Notes in ancient 
Tamil Poetry. Following are the Seven Musical Notes: 


1. Kural Corresponding to Shadjam Sa 
2. Thutham -do- Rishabham Ri 
3. Kaikkilai -do- Gandharam Ga 
4, Vuzhai -do- Madhyamam Ma 
5. Ili -do- Panchamam Pa 
6. Vilari -do- Dhaivatham Dha 
7. Thaalam -do- Nishadham Ni 


The musical Notes are well defined, and properly understood with 
musicological precision and technical accuracy. The phrase “Seven Notes” 
was very familiar and popular among the ancient Tamils. St. Sundaramurthi 
Naayanaar one of the Thevaram Trio mentions Tamil music as music with 
seven notes (Ezhisai). As a matter of economy of effort the phrase “Seven 
Notes’ was further abbreviated to ‘Seven’. Ezhisai Vallabi is a Tamil Name 
which means an expert in seven notes. These are but a few instances to 
establish the widespread popularity of the phrase ‘Seven Notes’. 
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Tunes with Reference to Landscape, Time and Situation 


The ancient Tamil savants have well divided landscape into four 
main permanent divisions viz., Kurrinji (Mountain), Mullai (Forest), 
Marudham (Arable Land) and Neithal (Littoral/Seashore). Hence; they 
mentioned the landscape as fourfold land (Naanilam). During the extreme 
summer, mountain and forest will become dry and appear like desert 
(Paalai). So, in the geological and geographical history of Tamilnadu there 
is no such permanent division of land as desert. Well understood and well 
defined rules and regulations pertaining to Tamil musicology were framed 
in such a manner that different musical tunes were assigned to different 
divisions of landscape. In other words, every musical tune what is known 
as ‘Pan’ in ancient Tamil music is assigned to either one category of land or 
other. The musical tune pertaining to the land goes by the same name of 
the land. Apart from this landscape division, there is a set of rules with 
reference to time and situation. Certain tunes are meant for employment 
in the mornings and certain other tunes are meant for evenings. The Music 
and tune also differ from situation to situation. In the olden days the wedding 
music was known as Paani and the funeral song was mentioned as neithal, 


Devotional Music 


Tamil is very rich in devotional and sacred music. Nakkeerar’s 
Thirumurugaatruppadai, the first idyll of pathuppaattu is the earliest sacred 
musical poetry in Tamil closely followed by Illango Adigal’s Silappadhi- 
kaaram. Thevaaram by Thirujnaanasambandar, Thirunaavukkarasar and 
Sundaramoorthy Naayanaar has a very high degree of musical value. 
Maanickavaasagar’s Thiruvaasagam is a mellifluous hymn capable of mov- 
ing the heart of the devotee. There is a well known proverb in Tamil which 
says ‘He who does not move for THIRUVAASAGAM will not move for any 
hymn’ (Thiruvaasagathukku vurugaar oru vaasagathhukkum vurugaar). 
Naalaayira Dhivya Prabandham of the Vaishnavite Aazhwars are an anthology 
of sacred songs. Arunagirinaathar’s Thiruppugazh is unique by itself so 
far as euphonic excellence is concerned. Muthu T haandavar, Maarimuthaa 
Pillai, Arunaachala Kavirayar, Gopalakrishna Bhaarathiar, Kavikunjara 
Bhaarathiyar, Muthu Raama Kaviraayar, Subramania Bhaarathiyar and 
a host of others have contributed to a very great degree to the devotional 
music in Tamil. Devotional songs are sung in many temples in Tamilnadu. 
Great Chola Emperors Raajaraajan and Raajendran encouraged and 
patronised the singing of Thevaaram in the temples. Even today Thevaaram 
is being sung by well trained musicians known as ‘Oodhuvars’. Thevaaram 
is a triple symbol of devotion, literature and music. 


Proverb and Music 


There are several proverbs. in ‘Tamil which throw. sufficient light on 


19 GLIMPSES OF TAMIL MUSIC 


different aspects of music. He who has no voice has fingers (Kural 
illaadhavanukku viral) is one of the proverbs. The purport of this proverb 
is that he who wants to become a vocal musician but has no melodious 
voice, can become an instrumental musician. Though God did not give a 
person sweet voice he has blessed him with fingers so that he can use them 
and become an expert in instrumental music. This is a natural law of 
compensation. The more you sing, sweeter is the tune (Paada paada raagam) 
is a proverb directly connected with vocal music. The corresponding general 
proverb in English is ‘practice makes perfect’. A bad composer spoiled the 
paper (palm leaf) and a bad musician spoiled the song (Ezhuthinavan ettai 
keduthaan padithavan paattai keduthaan) is a self explanatory proverb. 
Mortar gets beating from one side but drum gets beating from both sides 
(Vuralukku oru pakkam idi Mathalathukku iru pakkam idi). This is a very 
interesting proverb closely related to percussion instrument. Apart from 
its primary meaning it also has a figurative significance. During the religious 
discourse, it is customary on the part of the lecturer musician (Harikatha 
performer) to sing ““Goavindha Naama Sankeerthanam” and the entire 
congregation would response as ‘Goavindha Goavindha’. This situation 
has given birth to a very attractive proverb viz. Kumballe Goavindha (To 
say Goavindha in the crowd). Though this proverb has a genesis in the 
field of devotional music it has: profound meaning in the field of mass psy- 
chology. This has become a Dravidian proverb. There is another proverb 
which refers to Cymbalist. It means the Cymbalist accompanies the vocalist 
throughout the night and in the morning again plays on Cymbals for bread 
and butter. (Vidia Vidia Paattukku thaalam vidinthaal soatrukku thaalam). 
It has become a habit of the beggars with knowledge of music, to play 
(strike) Cymbals while singing during begging. A proverb in Tamil 
refers to such a beggar in a contemptible tone (Avan soatrukku thaalam 
poadukiraan). There are many such proverbs in Tamil language. 


Research in Tamil Musicology 


There are sufficient and authentic evidence to corroborate beyond 
dispute the existence of advanced treatises on Tamil musicology and 
musicography even in the 5th century B.C. Thiruvalluvar, the erudite author 
of the world famous Thirukkural, mentions the relationship between the 
music and tune by way of a simile. What is the use of tune if it has 
no harmony with music? So too, what is the use of the eyes if there is no 


compassion? 


“Panennaam paadarrku iyaibinrel kanennaam 
Kannoattam illaadha kan” (Thirukkural 573) 


This couplet gives a clear indication of the fact that the Tamilians 
had a very clear-cut idea regarding the minute technical aspects of advanced 
musicology and higher musicography even 2000 years ago. It is unfortunate 
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that many treatises on music have been lost in the lapse of time. Twentieth 
Century of Tamilnadu has witnessed two outstanding musicologists. Rao 
Sahib M. Abraham Pandithar, the first distinguished musicologist of the 
20th century wrote and published Karunaamritha Saagaram in 2 volumes. 
Swami Vipulaanandar authorised Yaazh Nool,; a wonderful and scholarly 
treatise on Yaazh. Dr. Raja Sir Annamalai Chettiar, the Founder of the 
Annamalai University (Chidambram) was also the founder of Tamil music 
movement. He established Tamil Isai Sangam at Madras with the help and 
active cooperation of Sir R.K. Shanmugam Chettiar, Rajaji, Kalki 
Krishnamoorthy and T.K. Chidambranaatha Mudaliar. Tamil Isai Sangam 
*housed at Raja Annamalai Manram at Madras is an international research 
centre of advanced Tamil Music. The Tamil Isai Sangam is improving and 
developing by leaps and bounds under the magnificient and noble patronage 
of Dr. Raja Sir M.A. Muthaiah Chettiar the most distinguished and illust- 
rious son of Dr. Raja Sir Annamalai Chettiar. The significant contribution 
of Prof. L.P.K.R. Raamanaathan Chettiar and Mr. T.M. Narayanaswamy 
Pillai (Ex-Vice Chancellor of the Annamalai University) to the many sided 
dovelopment of Tamil Isai Sangam deserves a special mention in this context. 
Kudanthai P. Sundaresanaar through his research papers and scholarly 
lectures has contributed to advanced Tamil musicology in a very handsome 
manner. The Tamil musicians are patronised and honoured not only in 
Tamilnadu but in the entire world of Tamil music. For instance, the Tami! 
Isai Sangam honours the outstanding Tamil Musician every year in its 
Annual conference festrval by conferring on him the most honourable title 
‘Isai Perarinjar’ (Great Expert in Music) and awarding a prize. In the year 
1977 the title of Isai Perarinjar was conferred on Thiruveezhimizhalai S. 
Nataraja Sundaram Pillai, a well known Naadhaswara Musician. In a word, 
research in Tamil Musicology is being carried out by institutions as wal as 
individual musicologists. 


bi 


12, General 


Music is basically and closely connected with human culture. Human 
life begins with lullaby and ends with elegy. The entire human life is 
characterised by a series of folk songs excellently portraying the different 
phases, moods, occupations and emotional and sentimental situations. Folk 
songs form part and parcel of music. Tamil is musically a very rich language 
in each and every sense of the term. Thiruvaiyaarru in Thanjavur District 
is a centre of sacred music in Tamil Nadu. Sangeetha Mahal in Serfoji’s 
palace, Thanjavur is a museum of music. 


Music is interwoven with Tamil culture and forms part and parcel 
of the Tamilians’ life from womb to tomb. Music is the only art that goes 
into the heart quien and sails 


“Tp ‘toncinde. Tamil i is a feaaiae of Music, for Music! and. by. Music. 


